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Abstract
In anticipation of the burden loneliness will have in combination with distressing
psychological and emotional burdens carried over from the COVID-19 prevention strategies (i.e.,
social distancing, quarantine measures, and lockdowns) colleges and universities are facing a
broad spectrum of challenges as they shift to adapt to a new normal. Besides the physical health
impact of COVID-19, this global pandemic has unleashed a psychological toll on society that has
yet to be fully realized for its potential long-lasting effects. As campuses navigate the broader
impacts of COVID-19, understanding the psychological effects of loneliness will be a primary
focus in understanding its exacerbating effect on student mental health as the connection
between loneliness and mental health outcomes are especially relevant among college students, a
high-risk population for developing mental health conditions.
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Facing A New Normal: Uncovering the Psychological Effects of Loneliness on
Student Mental Health
Colleges and universities are facing a broad spectrum of challenges as they shift to adapt
to a new normal. Besides the physical health impact of COVID-19, this global pandemic has
unleashed a psychological toll on society that has yet to be fully realized. As campuses navigate
the broader impacts of COVID-19, understanding the psychological effects of loneliness will be
a primary focus in understanding its exacerbating effect on student mental health. A
psychologically aversive and highly subjective experience, loneliness occurs when social
relationships and interactions do not meet perceived expectations of quantity and quality desired
(Weiss, 1973; Peplau & Perlman, 1982). A condition that historically has been associated with
the older generation, higher rates of loneliness are now most often reported in young adults and
adolescents (Beam & Kim, 2020; Williams & Braun, 2019, Xiao et al., 2017). As a predictor for
mental distress (Wang et al. 2020), the connection between loneliness and mental health
outcomes are especially relevant among college students as research has shown that young adults
are at a high risk for developing mental health conditions (Beam et al., 2020; McIntyre et al.,
2017). While loneliness has been a topic of research for many years, its focus within higher
education has been limited (Diehl et al., 2018; Mann et al., 2017). Recent research has shown
that college age students are disproportionally at risk for developing mental health conditions
(Batra et al., 2021) and that new reports indicate that young adults are most affected by
loneliness (Beam et al., 2020; Cigna, 2018). Awareness of new and rising challenges facing
students is of critical importance to colleges and universities as these challenges often affect the
success of students and campuses alike (Sneyers & De Witte, 2018). Recognizing that the mental
health consequences of COVID-19 may have long-lasting effects, finding ways to address high
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risk-factors such as loneliness will become increasingly important for student health and
academic success (Ettman et al., 2020). Colleges and universities should anticipate the burden
loneliness will have in combination with distressing psychological and emotional burdens carried
over from COVID-19 prevention strategies (i.e., social distancing, quarantine measures, and
lockdowns). Research suggests that addressing loneliness may help in reducing symptoms of
mental health disorders (Käll et al., 2020). Further exploring the multi-dimensional phenomenon
that is loneliness and identifying efficacious interventions for students with mental health
problems are critical next steps in affecting positive intervention strategies for the mental health
and wellness of college students.
Historical Foundations
Seminal to understanding loneliness, theories developed by Peplau & Perlman (1982) and
Weiss (1973) provide a historic foundation for the characterization of loneliness and the
distinctions between social and emotional loneliness. A psychologically aversive state, Weiss
(1973) characterized loneliness as a multidimensional phenomenon that can vary by
circumstance and intensity relative to the individual. Weiss (1973) was revolutionary in his
hypothesis that loneliness could be defined into two distinct types: emotional loneliness which he
characterized as the feelings of anxiety and self-isolation due to the absence of intimate
attachments and social loneliness which he proposed as the absence of social attachments.
Further theorizing that these two types of loneliness were the result of a deficit in meeting or
satisfying an individual’s perceived interpersonal needs and that these deficits could be engaged
in focused interventions to alleviate loneliness (Weiss, 1973). Peplau and Perlman’s (1982)
cognitive discrepancy model defines loneliness as a subjective and unwelcome feeling due to a
lack of or loss of companionship. They theorized that loneliness as a subjective experience of
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emotional distress that is derived from the discrepancy between one’s desire for social
connection and the reality of one’s social attachments. Their findings determined that it is the
disparity between desired quantity and quality in social relationships which predicts loneliness,
not necessarily the quantity of social contact (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). A revolutionary
discovery, Peplau and Perlman (1982) resolved that loneliness is not synonymous with objective
social isolation, being surrounded by people does not necessarily alleviate loneliness while
solitude does not necessarily predict loneliness. This discovery of how loneliness can remain
present and troublesome for highly social students, provides a new perspective when attempting
to understanding and alleviate loneliness on college campuses (Peplau & Perlman, 1982).
Predictive Factors for Loneliness
Decades of research has helped to shape our understanding of loneliness, its
characteristics, triggers, risk factors, and the negative results chronic loneliness has on health and
wellbeing. Research into predictive factors of loneliness has identified maladaptive cognitive,
perceptual, and behavioral abnormalities as factors for heightened and sustained levels of
loneliness (Mann et al., 2017; Qualter et al., 2015, Masi et al., 2011). In a meta-analysis Masi,
Chen, Hawkley, and Cacioppo (2011) compiled a selection of empirically based interventions
which they identified as effective forms of treatment for the prevention or alleviation of
loneliness. The leading interventions have focused on correcting deficits in social skills,
maladaptive social cognitions, social support, and social engagement (Masi et.al., 2011).
Interventions targeting maladaptive social cognitions—patterns of negative thinking relating to
personal self-worth and self-perception by others that lead to perceived social threats—were
determined to be most effective (Masi et.al., 2011). Four key strategies were identified in this
meta-analysis (1) improving social skills; (2) enhancing existing social support; (3) increasing
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opportunities for new social contact; and (4) addressing maladaptive social cognitions (Masi et
al., 2011, as cited in Mann et al., 2017, p. 629). Research has indicated that efforts taken to
reduce loneliness by addressing maladaptive social cognitions through the use of social skills
trainings and social supports can effect changes in participants levels of loneliness (Masi et al.,
2011). Interventions that show an ability to mitigated loneliness by targeting certain predictors or
risk factors for loneliness present colleges and universities with an opportunity to take action for
the psychological, emotional and social benefit of their students (Batra et al., 2021). Besides
having a direct impact on student health, utilizing evidence-based campus interventions to
support students suffering with feelings of loneliness can alleviate its impact on academic
functioning, decreasing risk for drop out due to adjustment difficulties (Conley et al., 2017).
Where loneliness is a concern, students who find recourse in trainings and interventions that
provide opportunities for growth in areas of social skill development, social support, and
developing coping strategies for resilience and self-efficacy, may reduce symptoms of mental
distress and the development of mental health disorders (Käll et al., 2020; Mann et al., 2017).
In studying the reciprocal effects of social interaction quality and affect, Hawkley,
Preacher, and Cacioppo (2007) conducted a research study of 134 undergraduates. Results from
this study determined that loneliness affected the thoughts, behaviors, and environmental
perceptions of lonely undergraduate students causing changes in their abilities to engage in social
situations. As such, the greatest average efficacy rates for measuring a decrease in loneliness
came from targeting maladaptive cognitions, suggesting a direct way to address loneliness
(Hawkley et al., 2007). Research has continued to show loneliness to be a complex
multidimensional construct (Weiss, 1973). As a result, finding concrete ways to address
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loneliness has been an on-going process (Käll et al., 2020; Diehl et al., 2018; Conley et al.,
2017).
Impact of Loneliness on University Students
Loneliness is a common occurrence across the lifespan; however, it exists on a continuum
of intensity and stems from a variety of triggers that are subjective to the individual (Weiss,
1973). Feeling heightened levels of loneliness has been found to be either a predictor for the
development of mental health conditions or strongly associated with the severity of their
experience of loneliness (Chirikov et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2017). As a
predictor for mental distress, the connection between loneliness and mental health outcomes are
especially relevant among university students as research has shown that young adults are at a
high risk for developing mental health conditions (McIntyre et al., 2017). Within higher
education, campuses have long been invested in determining positive and negative factors that
are a part of the collegiate experience, particularly as they relate to student development,
learning, and retention (Sneyers & De Witte, 2018). However, loneliness is a factor in higher
education that has largely been neglected as an indicator for student success (Richardson et al.,
2017). Awareness of new and rising challenges facing students is of critical importance to
colleges and universities as these challenges often have a cascading effect on the success of
students and campuses alike (Sneyers & De Witte, 2018). As loneliness manifests differently and
at varying levels of intensity depending on the individual’s perceived notion that their social and
emotional connection has been met, supporting students in this area can be somewhat elusive. In
addition to providing students with access to mental health counseling services, it will be
important to address the psychological toll COVID-19 has had on this population group when
designing and implementing interventions strategies to alleviate loneliness in order to affect
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positive psychological health and wellbeing of college students (Batra et al., 2021). Studies
involving university students have shown that it is more common for students to experience
emotional loneliness than social loneliness (Diehl et al., 2018). Campuses that provide many
social opportunities, may not be providing students with the level of emotional connection
needed to alleviate feelings of loneliness (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Given that student retention
continues to be a persistent challenge for colleges and universities, finding ways to identify,
understand, and address challenges associated with student success remains forefront in
institutional research (Cobo-Rendón et al., 2020).
In a study by McIntyre et al., (2017), university students in northern England were
surveyed to identify key social determinants as predictors for mental distress. The survey
measured social connectedness and mental health symptoms which were studied alongside
academic and non-academic stressors in order to determine causal relationships between
variables (McIntyre et al., 2017). Results indicated that mental distress was most strongly
predicted by loneliness while social-identity affected loneliness rather than vice versa (McIntyre
et al., 2017). These results underscore the need for targeted intervention development as
campuses provide an ideal setting for leading prevention efforts in responding to the
psychological effects loneliness may have on a population burdened with an alarmingly high
number of mental health issues (Batra et al., 2021; Diehl et al., 2018; Xiao et al., 2017).
Following the COVID-19 pandemic, students may experience worsening level of loneliness in
which prevention efforts should seek to increase social support by focusing on both individual
and group connections to deepen relationship building for more meaningful connections (Beam
et al., 2020).
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Mental Health & Loneliness
Mental health is an increasing concern in higher education as there has been an increase
in the number students coming to campus with diagnosed mental health conditions over the past
decade (Conley et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2017). Finding ways to reduce mental health symptoms
has become increasingly important as research has shown that traditional college age students
(18-22) are at a higher risk for developing mental health conditions (Batra et al., 2021;
Richardson et al., 2017; McIntyre et al., 2017). Insider Higher Ed’s 2020 Survey of College and
University Student Affairs Offices (2020) indicated that 78% of campus leaders surveyed have
noted a significant rise in the number of mental health visits by students in the past five years.
This can be correlated with the Student Experience in the Research University Consortium
(2020) report which consisted of 30,725 undergraduate students and 15,346 graduate and
professional students from nine different universities who were screened for depression and
anxiety. The study indicated a significant increase between screenings from 2019 to 2020. For
major depressive disorder, 35% of undergraduates and 32% of graduate/professional students
screened positive (twice the level indicated in 2019. 39% of all screened participants) screened
positive for generalized anxiety disorder (1.5 times the level documented in 2019) (Chirikov et
al., 2020). This growing concern for college students only continues as studies assess the impact
COVID-19 has had in exacerbating mental health issues due to associated stress from the
pandemic (Batra et al., 2021).
COVID-19: Effect on Mental Health & Loneliness
The study of loneliness remains essential as research continues to show the negative
impact it has on mental, emotional, and physical health. The social isolation from COVID-19
may have an exacerbating effect on a population already struggling with loneliness and is likely
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to continue to affect individuals and likely to a larger extent, future social practices (GonzálezSanguino et al. 2020). Loneliness has a strong impact on humans because of our innate need for
social interaction (von Soest et al. 2020; Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Theorists have postulated that
this quintessential need to belong is fundamental to our emotional and physical wellbeing that
drives emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal behavior (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Mellor et
al. (2008) in studying the effect of loneliness in relation to the need to belong and satisfaction of
relationships, discovered that lonely people have an unmet need to belong and that the degree in
which belonginess is satisfied is a crucial variable in measuring the level of loneliness. Their
result supports the belonginess hypothesis by Baumeister and Leary (1995) who proposed that
‘‘human beings have a pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of
lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships” (Baumeister and Leary, 1995, p.
497). Difficulties in establishing satisfactory relationships to support belongingness may lead to
feelings of social isolation and loneliness (Mellor et al., 2008). Deprived of meaningful
connections, individuals are more likely to experience feelings of loneliness which can lead to or
intensify mental health conditions (Diehl et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2017).
The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting halt in normal functioning of everyday life due to
lockdowns and social distancing has taken a heavy toll on mental health and well-being (Batra et
al. 2021; Chirikov et al. 2020). While loneliness and social isolation were common prepandemic, the lockdown measures taken at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic brought social
exposure to a halt worldwide. While research studying the mental distress and loneliness affected
by COVID-19 is ongoing, the immediate effects have been observed through preliminary studies
(Ettman et al. 2020; Twenge & Joiner, 2020; González-Sanguino et al. 2020; Palgi et al. 2020;
van der Velden et al., 2021) The psychological impact of the pandemic is still unfolding, but
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recent research is indicating there has been a significantly negative effect on mental health which
has been particularly challenging for those experiencing mental health conditions pre-pandemic
(Batra et al. 2021; Chirikov et al. 2020; Ettman et al. 2020; van der Velden et al., 2021).
Effects of COVID-19 on Mental Health
The first large scale study of mental health in response to COVID-19 has found that the
number of adults in the U.S. experiencing depression has tripled since the onset of the COVID19 pandemic (Ettman et al. 2020). A study was conducted using the 2017–2018 National Health
and Nutrition Examination Survey as a baseline measurement and comparison rate of prepandemic levels of depression rates and the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) to measure
depression symptoms (Ettman et al. 2020). The results from this study suggest that depression
symptoms stemming from COVID-19 disproportionally affects at risk individuals: those with
lower income levels, pre-existing mental health conditions, and exposure to stressors associated
with developing depression symptoms (Ettman et al. 2020). This data is relevant to colleges and
universities as many students fall into one or more of these categories (Ettman et al., 2020;
Richardson et al., 2017). Reports such as this one, are becoming more prevalent as researchers
are studying COVID-19 in an attempting to grasp the psychological repercussions of COVID-19.
In a study documenting the impact on mental health from the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers
compared a nationally representative sample of U.S. adults in April 2020 to the 2018 National
Health Interview Survey (Twenge & Joiner, 2020). The study found that adults in the U.S. were
eight times more likely to fit the criteria for mental distress and significant increases in younger
populations ages 18-29 and 30-44 for serious distress (Twenge & Joiner, 2020). Both studies
utilized the Kessler‐6 scale, a screening tool to measure the mental distress of participants in the
last 30 days (Twenge & Joiner, 2020). While a reputable screening measure, the data from the
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K6 is limited in its ability to determine how these results will affect long-term mental health
issues (Twenge & Joiner, 2020). However, the research does provide an early indication of the
level of distress U.S. adults are experiencing, paving the way for future research into the
continuing state of mental health conditions (Twenge & Joiner, 2020).
Effects of COVID-19 on Loneliness
In comparison to pre-COVID-19 levels, studies have shown an increase in loneliness for
those with diagnosed mental health conditions (González-Sanguino et al. 2020; Palgi et al. 2020;
van der Velden et al., 2021). While it is difficult to assess how loneliness might impact students’
post-pandemic, from the data compiled thus far, campuses can expect that students diagnosed
with mental health disorders and those who previously struggled with loneliness will likely
experience more severe levels of loneliness (Batra et al. 2021; Chirikov et al. 2020; Ettman et al.
2020; van der Velden et al., 2021). Addressing loneliness as a causative factor for mental health
conditions could see positive results in student mental and emotional health (Wang et al. 2020;
Moeller & Seehuus, 2019). In a study measuring college student health, the American College
Health Association (ACHA) (2019) provides higher education with comprehensive data sets
illustrating loneliness as a significant student issue. The study surveyed nearly 70,000 students;
58% of male students and 68% of female students surveyed indicated that they had felt “very
lonely” within the last 12 months (ACHA, 2019). A 65% cumulative response for loneliness is a
significant issue for students, one that seems to be developing into a defining feature in their
college experience (ACHA, 2019). This study concludes that loneliness is a problem for college
students and may require additional support outside of campus mental health counseling services
(ACHA, 2019). The critical impact that loneliness has on students’ mental health and wellbeing
should be used to inform relevant campus-based intervention strategies with primary focus
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directed towards the alleviation and prevention of loneliness (Batra et al., 2021; Conley et al.,
2017; Richardson et al., 2017).
In a national survey report, global health company Cigna (2018) utilizing the UCLA
Loneliness Scale found that nearly 50% of their 20,000 participants indicated that they struggle
with loneliness. The study found participants most affected by loneliness were of the younger
generation (Cigna, 2018). The most lonely—Generation Z (18-22) as defined in this survey—
scored the highest at 48.3 overall. Following closely behind are Millennials (45.3), Gen Xers
(45.1), Baby Boomers (42.4), and the Greatest Generation (38.6) (Cigna, 2018). The potential for
long-term consequences of the physical and emotional toll of persistent stressors and social
isolation created by the pandemic may be especially troublesome for younger populations and
subsequently colleges and universities serving this population (Batra et al., 2021; Beam et al.,
2020; Ettman et al., 2020; Conley et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2017). Prior to COVID-19, research
has shown that loneliness can exacerbate pre-existing mental health conditions with strong
correlations with conditions such as anxiety and depression, which are common diagnosis among
college students (Wang et al. 2020; Richardson et al., 2017; Conley et al., 2017; Xiao et al.,
2017). The combination of prolonged stress and uncertainty from COVID-19 along with
mandated social isolation may be especially challenging for college students who fall into highrisk categories: pre-existing mental health conditions and low-income rates, as these factors have
been shown to trigger higher levels of mental health distress (Batra et al., 2021; Beam et al.,
2020; Ettman et al., 2020). Given the pre-pandemic rise in rates of mental health conditions,
especially among young adult populations, mental health was already a topic of critical concern
that has only intensified since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ettman et al. 2020; Twenge
& Joiner, 2020). Colleges and universities will need to consider the social ramifications COVID-
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19 has had on their student populations and the levels of responsibility in which they will attempt
to develop interventions for addressing student loneliness and continued need for mental health
resources (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019; Mann et al., 2017). The data from these national studies
can be used to inform campus policy and grow campus supports through the commission of
campus services and programming. To maximize the social value of designing campus response
services to students experiencing loneliness, the use of evidence-based practices will be essential
to the success of implementing campus interventions to alleviate further social isolation and
prevention of chronic loneliness.
The full effect of COVID-19-related social isolation and loneliness will take continuous
study to fully understand the costs of human loneliness on mental health and wellness.
Accordingly, as society moves towards a new normal, students may have difficulties
reconnecting and coping with the uncertainty of returning to a social lifestyle; concerns over a
social recession due to the social restrictions may be profound and have long-term consequences
for students and campuses (Ettman et al. 2020; Twenge & Joiner, 2020). Loneliness and social
anxiety share a causal relationship where loneliness increases the likelihood for experiencing
anxiety about social interactions and social interaction anxiety can subsequently increase the
chance for experiencing loneliness (Lim et.al., 2016). In anticipation of the range in student
comfort levels with the return to campus, campuses should look into ways for enhancing areas of
student support (Conley et al., 2017). The transition from isolation and social distancing to group
environments and a return to a highly social lifestyle may be cause for psychological distress
after long-term social isolation and preventative action to mitigate these effects is important to
recognize (Palgi et al., 2020; Ettman et al., 2020). Addressing these issues will require the
exploration of evidence-based guidance for intervention strategies. Intervention approaches may
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vary based on the target audience, circumstances, and intended outcomes for combatting the
effects of social isolation and loneliness for students (Batra et al., 2021; Beam et al., 2020).
Risk Factors and Predictors for Loneliness
According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA), anxiety
disorders affect 40 million adults making it the most common mental illness in the United States
(ADAA, n.d.). Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is a distressing and persistent disorder that
impacts individuals on a cognitive, emotional, and behavioral level (Asher, Hofmann, & Aderka,
2021). Similar to the experience of loneliness, social anxiety can occur on a continuum of
intensity (Lim et al., 2016). Described as an intense and persistent fear of social engagement,
social anxiety can lead to social avoidance as a coping strategy which can lead to feelings of
loneliness and the development of other mental health conditions (Asher et al., 2021) Students
who struggle with SAD may experience intrusive negative thoughts about social interactions and
hyper-vigilance of self-presentation leading to avoidance behaviors and subsequent loneliness
(Qualter et al. 2015).
Social isolation is an object measure of social, or lack thereof contact, a term often
grouped with loneliness but which are two separate concepts (Holt‐Lunstad, 2021). Social
isolation can be a stressful experience that affects a person’s personality and ability to form
relationships, harming their ability to satisfy their need for meaningful connections (Haines et al.,
1993). While social isolation can be a predictor for loneliness, studies have shown that social
engagement alone does not prevent loneliness (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Loneliness is a
perceived feeling of isolation, regardless of how much social interaction one is engaged in and its
severity depends on circumstance and perceived expectations whereas social isolation is an
objective measure of one’s contact with other people (Peplau & Perlman, 1982; Weiss, 1973).
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Social isolation from COVID-19 may have an exacerbating effect on a population already
struggling with loneliness (Holt‐Lunstad, 2021). Those who have experienced a heightened
reaction to social isolation, may also have trouble adjusting to the return to normal life with
regular social engagement activities which may trigger a rise social anxiety (Thompson,
Mancebo, & Moitra, 2021).
Research into social avoidance and its relationship with loneliness, suggests that
avoidance may interfere with the ability to achieve satisfactory relationships the self-isolation
(Käll et al. 2020). This avoidance of social contact further deprives individuals of the ability to
receive positive contradictory information of their perceived beliefs. In a study of young adults,
Watson and Nesdale (2012) found that behavioral avoidance of social situations was used to
avoid possible rejection during social interactions, a maladaptive cognition that contributes to
social isolation and loneliness. A negative view of self and interpersonal relationships is a
cognitive distortion and a common trigger for loneliness (Watson & Nesdale, 2012). Loneliness
from social anxiety and isolation may stem from these maladaptive social cognitions (Masi et al.,
2011; Qualter et al., 2015) which aligns with the proposed cognitive theory of Peplau and
Perlman (1982) who describe loneliness as a psychologically aversive state resulting from a
cognitive discrepancy in the desired relational connection within interpersonal relationships.
Masi et al. (2011) found that the most effective interventions targeted maladaptive social
cognitions – patterns of negative thinking relating to personal self-worth and self-perception by
others that lead to perceived social threats. Loneliness may be described from an evolutionary
standpoint as a way to motivate social connections; however, loneliness can also trigger
maladaptive cognitions which negatively affect the ability to connect, which in turn reinforce
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loneliness and social isolation as a coping method (Qualter et al. 2015). Mitigating these social
risk factors are essential for mental health and wellbeing.
Interventions for Loneliness
When developing intervention strategies, it will be important to refer back to the theories
of Peplau and Perlman (1982) and Weiss (1973). Social interactions can exacerbate or ameliorate
the severity of loneliness, meaning that students can have high levels of social contact, but still
experience loneliness as their expectations of emotional connections may still not be met to their
desired quality (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Intervention that enhances students’ feelings of social
connection can lead to an altered perception of social engagement which could improve the
quality of relationships and deter feelings of loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2006). A study by
Hawkley et al. (2008) found that social network size, satisfaction with social network, and
having a spousal confidant were key factors that were negatively associated with loneliness.
These outcomes suggest that the degree in which one’s social environment and social
interactions can be improved may influence the success of loneliness reduction interventions,
which links back to Peplau and Perlman’s (1982) theory of quality over quantity in relationships.
Loneliness manifests differently and at varying levels of intensity. For students who experience a
deep sense of loneliness, this cognitive discrepancy model is particularly relevant for explaining
the presence of loneliness in a busy campus environment (Peplau & Perlman, 1982; Richardson
et al., 2017).
Cognitive-Related Interventions
The systematic review of intervention strategies targeting changing cognitions found
cognitive behavioral therapy to be useful in interventions attempting to adjust perceptions of
social relationships and changing maladaptive behaviors to increase social connections (Masi et
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al., 2011). A popular theory in loneliness interventions is the attempt to shift cognitive
mechanisms to address maladaptive cognitions relating to relationships and social experiences.
For those experiencing loneliness, there is evidence of cognitive bias and attributional styles that
subsequently affect mental states and behaviors based on how the individual processes
information to form a causal judgement (Hawkley et al., 2008). Research studying this method
has hypothesized that achieving a positive change in cognitive mechanisms will result in a
change in social behaviors as a result of changing the way participants think about themselves
and their perceptions of how others view them, thus reducing or preventing feelings of
loneliness. In a randomized control trial, Chinese college students with elevated loneliness (N =
50, ages 17–25) were selected to participate in an 8-week mindfulness training program (Zhang
et al., 2018). This study was developed to determine the feasibility and effectiveness of using
Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) as an intervention strategy to reduce loneliness.
The results of this study showed a decrease on baseline loneliness measurement compared to the
control group, suggesting that mindfulness training can impact levels of loneliness (Zhang et al.,
2018).
Social Skills Interventions
Interventions that focus on improving social skills oftentimes provide training for
improving interpersonal communications through verbal and behavioral skill building to better
equip participants in forming meaningful relationships. Social skill interventions paired with
other approaches such as social identity theory, may be more effective depending on the group
(Mann et al., 2017). In the study by McIntyre et al. (2017), they measured five social identity
variables which accounted for 9% variance in anxiety scores and 7% of the variance in paranoia
scores. The strongest independent predictor for lowered rates of anxiety and paranoia was
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identified with having university friendships (McIntyre et al., 2017). This mediation in the
relationship between loneliness, friendship, and mental health conditions supported their
hypothesis that self-identity variables affect feelings of loneliness (McIntyre et al., 2017). This
study supports the theory that improving social skills to facilitate the development of friendships
will potentially have an impact on loneliness (McIntyre et al., 2017). In a more recent study,
Moeller & Seehuus (2019) also found loneliness to be a mediator for college students’ social
skills and experiences of depression and anxiety. This study indicates that verbal social skills
correlate with experiences of loneliness, depression, and anxiety which can be addressed and
mediated using interventions for improving social skills (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019).
Social Support Interventions
Supported socialization is an intervention strategy aimed at developing social relationship
through the support of an assigned supporter – friend, peer, professional, or family member, to
assist in establishing connections (Mann et al., 2017). This type of intervention work towards
specific, individualized goals with the intention that after initial support, they would be able to
maintain the established relationships (Mann et al., 2017). As a COVID-19 response, the
American Psychological Association (2020) has noted the importance of social support measures. In addition to evidence-based individual interventions, group-based interventions have
been proposed as a treatment recommendation to ameliorate the psychological distress and
effects of prolonged social isolation and loneliness (Batra et al., 2021; Beam & Kim, 2020; Käll
et al., 2020). Social support is an important loneliness intervention for college students,
especially in adjusting to the transition to university life (Käll et al., 2020; Diehl et al., 2018;
Conley et al., 2017; Mann et al., 2017). Results from a 9-week social support group facilitation
program that focused on supporting students transition to campus, found a decrease in
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participants level of loneliness (Ames et al., 2011). These weekly support groups involved
discussion related to new experiences and transition issues (Ames et al., 2011). This study
highlighted the significant role of supporting positive attachments and building perceived social
support for reducing loneliness through social support (Ames et al., 2011). Success rates of
loneliness interventions are still in their infancy, along with mechanism for change and the
effective influence of particular delivery modes indicating a need for further investigation of
preventative approaches to lessen the burden on campus health services (Mann et al., 2017;
Conley et al., 2017). Cognitive-related interventions have been found to be the most effective in
comparison to other interventions strategies (Masi et.al., 2011). Mann et al. (2017) in their
systematic review to uncover interventions that directly target loneliness through related
concepts in social relationships, have developed four categories (1) changing cognitions; (2)
social skills and psychoeducation; (3) supported socialization; (4) wider community approaches
(Mann et al., 2017). These categories closely align with the four key strategies identified in the
meta-analysis by Masi et al. (2011) supporting the theory that the most effective interventions
strategies target maladaptive social cognitions through interventions focusing on deficits in
cognitive mechanisms and socialization skills.
Conclusion
While research has shown varying degrees of success within these categories of social
relationship interventions. Loneliness remains a complex and highly subjective state and
evidence of impact through the use of categorical interventions is still limited in their success
rates and use of consistent methodology of certain mechanism for achieving a consistent level of
impact (Mann et al., 2017). There still remains a shortage of empirically based interventions for
the reduction of loneliness among diverse populations which limits opportunities for treatment
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development and integration of loneliness interventions (Käll et al. 2020). Further
implementation and research of interventions will be required to isolate effective mechanisms for
the treatment and prevention of loneliness, along with transdiagnostic interventions with
differentiated measurements to better show how loneliness might correlate with certain
predictors, educational outputs, and demographic variables. Results from such studies could lead
to more precise analysis of practical mechanisms which would be invaluable to diverse
campuses. Studying loneliness among student populations is becoming a topic of research within
higher education (Dagnew & Dagne, 2019; Moeller & Seehuus, 2019). With loneliness effecting
younger generations at an increasing rate (Beam et al., 2020; Cigna, 2018), this will continue to
impact colleges and universities as an increasing number of students are affected. Given this
data, it is reasonable to anticipate that students will need increased access to social and mental
health supports as they return to campus. The use of evidence-based practices to inform campus
policy will be essential to the success of growing campus supports through implementation or
expansion of campus interventions to alleviate further social isolation and promote student health
and wellness.
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